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ABSTRACT
Galasso, Aidan. M.A. The University of Memphis. August, 2014.
A Study of Thematic and Episodic Framing in Mock News. Major Professor: Dr. Joseph
Hayden., Ph.D.
This paper determines the ratio between thematic and episodic framing in the
mock-news programs The Daily Show and The Colbert Report. A content analysis of 300
video clips in 6 different categories was undertaken. The results found that there is a
higher rate of thematic framing in The Daily Show than in traditional news. However, The
Colbert Report exhibits a similar amount of episodic framing to traditional news
broadcasts. When looked at together mock-news programs offer more thematic framing
than a network news broadcast. This paper discusses the political implications of these
findings as well as the impact these findings could have on the news industry.
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Episodic and Thematic Framing in Mock-News Programs
In the 21st century news gathering and reporting must have up-to-the-minute
information. People want to know the news as soon as it’s happening. In an on-demand
news world it is inevitable that not all the details of a story will be published nor will
readers spend enough time to process them all. As a result, news organizations must omit
or emphasize certain details in order to meet consumers’ needs and stay competitive. This
is can lead to framing, which Entman (1993) defined as “select(ing) some aspects of a
perceived reality and mak(ing) them more salient in a communicating text” (p. 52).
Khanamen and Tversky (1984) showed that framing influences the way people make
choices by describing risk or consequences in different ways. Since voters are similar to
news consumers in that they don’t consider all the information about a candidate when
making a choice, framing can play a critical role in shaping our country’s political
makeup (Bennett, 1988; Edelman, 1993; Entman, 1989; Iyengar, 1991, 1996; Iyengar &
Kinder, 1987).
Based on theories in political science the type of frame through which a viewer
sees news could have a major impact on how he or she votes in an election. Research by
scholars such as Achen (1992, 2002), Franklin (1984), and Hillygus and Shields (2009)
suggest that voters can update their part identity based on issue preferences if they realize
their current party preference does not represent their issues positions. Since both major
parties establish platforms designed to deal with these problems, framing could influence
voters to choose a candidate based on what issues were made salient and what parts of
those issues were made salient. Their evaluation of candidates and their parties would
depend on whether or not the news connected certain events or conditions to the relevant
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political figures. If journalism is supposed to function as a fourth estate that watches the
government and provide citizens with the knowledge necessary to vote in their best
interests they must present news in a certain manner. Otherwise, citizens’ power to
influence policy through their vote, a cornerstone of democracy, loses much of its
strength.
Scheufele (1999) said that most framing studies try to introduce new definitions
of framing leading to an inconsistency in definitions and research design. This study will
attempt to break that trend by following definitions and procedures in Shanto Iyengar’s
1991 publication, Is Anyone Responsible?: How Television Frames Political Issues. In
his book he examined the concepts of thematic and episodic framing in news broadcasts.
Schuefle (1999) noted that after Iyengar (1991) there hasn’t been much research done on
the subject of episodic and thematic framing so this study will attempt to fill in that gap.
While Iyengar’s (1991) work focused on the traditional broadcast news media,
this study will examine mock-news shows such as The Colbert Report and The Daily
Show. Both of these shows, which air on the cable television channel Comedy Central,
are formatted similar to traditional cable news broadcasts. An anchor presents stories that
are often political in nature, he sits behind a desk with an Americana theme, and has
correspondents and video clips throughout the 30-minute segment. Where these mocknews programs differ from something one would see on CNN or Fox News is instead of
offering expert commentary, the host offers humorous remarks about the story.
A 2004 survey by the Pew Research Institute found that half the respondents
received election news from an alternative news source. Additionally, half of the young
people in the survey cited late night comedy as a place they got news from at least
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“sometimes.” More recent Pew Research Center Surveys (2008, 2012) found that at this
number stayed close to 50% for respondents aged 18-49. However, regular learning
dropped from 20% in 2004 to 15% in 2012 for viewers under 30 (Pew Research Center
2012). The reader should note that after the 2008 election the Pew Surveys stopped
asking if people learned something from different types of news sources and only asked
what news sources people learned about election news from “regularly.” While it the
influence of these mock-news programs has waned slightly, 9% of Americans regularly
get election news from Colbert and Stewart or another late-night comedian. This is the
highest percentage since late-night comedy was included in the Pew Survey in 2000.
Young (2004) and Brewer and Cao (2008) found that younger viewers showed an
increase in their knowledge about an election by watching late-night comedy and could
even recall some of the information. Young and Tisinger (2006) also found that mocknews programs serve as a gateway to traditional news programs. This shows that The
Colbert Report and The Daily Show are worthy of being examined the same way
traditional news broadcasts are.
This study will use a content analysis method similar to Iyengar’s (1991) to
determine what type of framing if any is most common in mock-news programs. This is
an important question to answer because Iyengar (1991, 1996) found that for issues such
as terrorism, poverty, crime, unemployment, and racial inequality viewers assessed
responsibility differently depending on what type of frame they were exposed to. While
Iyengar (1991) went on to conduct experiments about the exposure to certain frames in
his research this paper will limit itself to answering a question of what the ratio of
episodic to thematic framing is in the two mock-news shows being examined. This will
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help determine if further research of these shows is necessary and offer an opportunity to
compare these findings with previous analysis of traditional news broadcasts.
Literature Review
The literature review will give the reader an overview of what framing is and how
experts think it influences voters’ political choices. Since this study is attempting to
recreate Iyengar’s (1991) study, the literature review will also give the reader a brief
overview of the differences between episodic and thematic framing and how they tie into
the larger concept of framing. In order to understand completely how framing can
influence voters, a brief review of the cognitive processes of news consumers/voters is
necessary. Finally, the literature review will look at the two mock-news programs being
studied and examine how they differ from “serious” news programs and provide evidence
as to why they should be studied in a manner similar to Iyengar. All these sections will
help the reader understand why it is important to study framing in the context of mocknews programs.
Framing: A Theoretical and Practical Definition
In the introduction Entman’s (1993) definition of framing was introduced,
(“select(ing) some aspects of a perceived reality and mak(ing) them more salient in a
communicating text”, p.52). This definition is the result of an assessment of previous
research and is the most useful and accurate one from the literature as it relates to this
study. It is hard to construct a clearer definition and since this study is not attempting to
define framing it does not make sense to try and do so. Saliency can be increased in many
ways. Khaneman and Tversky (1984) showed that people choose differently if a
proposition makes the possibility of a loss more salient than that of a gain. They found
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that simply rephrasing a question or series of questions about losing or gaining money or
emphasizing a sure loss or sure gain changed people’s answers even if the statistical
chances of either outcome were the same. Benford and Snow (2000) found that the
centrality, experiential commensurability, and narrative fidelity were three dimensions of
salience. If a frame has all these dimensions it becomes more salient. Simply put,
centrality is relating to common beliefs or themes, experiential commensurability means
the frame can be compared to real life, and narrative fidelity means the frame resonates
with cultural norms and symbols (Benford & Snow, 1988, p. 621).
Iyengar (1991) and Iyengar and Simon (1993) found that exposure to different
frames caused people to attribute responsibility and treatment differently for several
issues. These studies make it clear that if someone consumes news framed a certain way
he or she is more likely to place blame on either an individual or society. In politics
placing blame and choosing candidates go hand in hand. For example, a local news
program frames pollution as a problem in a community by broadcasting from a different
polluted area in the community every night. It does not show that a lot of this pollution is
due to lack of oversight in local industry caused by job cuts. The incumbent is promoting
bringing in a new factory and the challenger is running on a “green” ticket that wants to
control emissions in the community and create new parks. Voters are going to attribute
the pollution problem to the incumbent and therefore choose the challenger. In reality,
job creation could be as important as pollution control in the community. However, the
news has created Entman’s “perceived reality” by making pollution more salient and the
result is a change in political office.
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Why the News Process Makes Framing Prevalent
Lance Bennett’s (1988) book News: The Politics of Illusion and Michael Parenti’s
1986 Inventing Reality: The Politics of Mass Media are two publications that explain why
framing exists in the news. Their ominous titles suggest that the news media is in cahoots
with politicians and the establishment to keep citizens in the dark through narrow
framing. In reality, their views mirror those of scholars such as Tuchman (1978) and
Iyengar (1991) who argued that it is not entirely journalists’ fault that framing occurs so
often. They argued that the news routines and standards are what limit reporters.
Tuchman (1978) compared news framing to someone looking out a window; they can
only see what the dimensions or frame of the window allows them to. Their views are
constrained by the clarity of the window and the distance of the event. News routines
become those restricting factors on the window. According to Walter Cronkite (1998)
this window is not as clear or large as it used to be as the news continues to cut down on
the length of soundbites used during campaigns.
Choice of sources is another factor that limits the frame through which the news is
presented. Bennett (1988), Entman (1989), Parenti (1986), Ryan, Carragee, and
Meinhofer (2001), and Tuchman (1978) all found that the news media almost exclusively
uses elite sources. Croteau and Hoynes (1994) found that Nightline, ABC’s flagship news
program, as well as PBS’ programs had a guest list that was mostly white males from
important political offices or educational institutions. These studies found that in
television news elite appearances were the norm. Citizens and those seen as radical were
not given a voice and therefore the views of the elite were much more salient. The lack of
citizens’ voices and opinions is especially apparent in protest coverage (Bennett, 1988;
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Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; Parenti 1989). This type of framing constrains how many
sides of an issue viewers are exposed to. Often they are limited to the two positions that
the major parties take.
The news media does this in an attempt to stay objective and “fair.” News
organizations are constantly being attacked for showing bias towards one ideology or
another (Croteau & Hoynes, 1994, Entman, 1989). If a story contains both Republican
and Democratic views then they have done their job (Bennett, 1988). The result is the
elites of both political parties having a convenient and legitimized way to spread their
ideologies to people. Since objectivity is a major tenant of journalism, reporters can’t
question these elites without being accused of bias.
Studies of news processes have also found that it is faster to use pre-existing
frames and convenient sources to produce stories (Entman, 1989; Tuchman, 1978) and
the use of sports metaphors to describe the cold war (Tuchman, 1978) and elections
(Capella & Jameison, 1996; Iyengar, Norpoth, & Hahn 2004; Lawrence, 2000). Most of
these studies were done during the heyday of news coverage but it is easy to see how the
modern, 24-hour news cycle encourages journalists to keep up this process.
Underwood (1998) found that viewers and readers do enjoy reading political
news. More recent surveys have supported this finding. A Media Insight Project study
(2014) found that 72% of the people surveyed followed stories about national politics.
This was the fourth most followed topic out of 15 choices. Tewksbury (2003) also found
that traditional news viewers followed national politics more than any other subject. Both
these findings supported by a Pew Research Center Report (Robinson, 2007) which
concluded that political news was behind disaster, money and conflict in the type of news
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that people followed closely. Additionally this report found that from 1986 to 2007
political news has had a stable amount of interest. In fact, after crime and health/ safety
news domestic policy and various forms of political news are the next five most followed
news stories. This means political stories are more popular than sports or entertainment
stories (Robinson, 2007). Additionally, Tewksbury (2006) as well as Dalrymple and
Scheufele (2007) found that if a major political event is happening political news
consumption is increased. It should be mentioned the Pew Research Center (Robinson,
2007) found that while political news be may be followed by more people than other
news topics they are not followed regularly by any more than one-third of those surveyed
and that number drops for online news viewers (Tewksbury, 2003).
Scholars such as Picard (1998) suggest that the media feels they have to cover
sensational or scandalous stories to attract viewers These stories mostly deal with single
episodes and the people involved. They tend to be covered in a manner that turns current
events into a soap opera. This only serves to attract viewers’ attention to the people
involved and deflects it away from the issues underlying the conflict (Van Zoonen,
2003). The result is an episodic frame unless the event is covered in the form of an indepth exposé. One example of this is the coverage of the 1993-1994 healthcare reform
debates during the Clinton administration. According to Jamieson and Capella (1998), the
news only reported on the issue if there was a conflict and did so at the expense of the
discussing the multiple plans that were proposed. Furthermore, they preferred to cover
the Whitewater scandal if they couldn’t show a conflict in the healthcare debate. Since
consumers want news as soon as it occurs, editorial demands force journalists to use the
easy-to-reach sources and standard frames in order to get attention-grabbing news to the
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public as soon and as simple as possible. Furthermore, Iyengar et al. (2004) found that
viewers would rather read “horse race” coverage. These findings suggest that the news
media’s reaction to audience preferences is a high rate of episodic framing. The Pew
Research Center’s (Robinson, 2007) study of a decade of news consumption contradicts
this finding as it shows that people actually prefer politically oriented stories that do not
deal with scandals. The take-away from all these findings is that news audiences do not
reject political stories even if they have substance. This is perhaps why Iyengar et al.
(2004) suggest that journalists should use horse race type coverage to capture viewers’
attention before transitioning to a more issue based and thematically framed story.
Episodic vs. Thematic Framing
This discussion of the news-making process lends support to Iyengar (1991) and
Iyengar and Simon’s (1993) finding that episodic framing dominates the news. In his
series of studies on terrorism, crime, racial-inequality, poverty, the Iran-Contra Affair,
and the Gulf War he concluded that news could be divided into either episodic and
thematic framing (though most broadcasts aren’t exclusively either). Episodic framing is
coverage based on a single event and focuses on the individual while thematic framing
looks at an issue as a whole and reports on the implications of news events for the future.
Looking at an issue with a thematic frame can connect policy to current or projected
results. On the other hand an episodic frame makes it less likely that citizens will
understand how a policy will impact them. Another major difference is that episodic
framing rarely features interviews while thematic framing features “talking heads”
discussing the subject and interviews with the experts mentioned in the previous section
(Iyengar, 1991, p. 14, note 12).
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Based on these definitions a study of mock-news programs becomes interesting.
The programs are centered around an anchor who serves as a “talking head” and
concludes each show with a 5 minute or longer interview. However, there are also rapidfire segments such as Stephen Colbert’s “tip of the hat, wag of the finger,” that mention
many issues in a short period of time. It needs to be determined whether episodic or
thematic framing dominates the content of these shows or if the two frames are for
similar amount of the time.
One consequence of episodic framing is that people rarely attribute responsibility
for problems to government or society as a whole. Instead they blame individuals
(Edelman, 1993; Iyengar, 1991). Both Parenti (1986) and Graber (1984) found that news
focuses more on personalities than issues and rarely connect the two. This means that
with the exception of scandals, public officials escape blame for problems in the country
(Iyengar, 1991). Journalists receive praise for exposing scandals, which can explain why
scandals are covered so often. Croteau and Hoynes (1994) found that although people
may have disliked some of the results Ronald Reagan’s policies they did not connect
things they saw as problems to him so he maintained his status as one of the nation’s
most popular presidents.
Bennett (1988) explained how the “fragmentation” of news makes it hard to see
“the big picture.” One example from his book discussed how the news breaks the
complex issue of terrorism into a “good-guy, bad-guy” frame (p. xiv). Gamson and
Modigliani’s (1989) study of media’s presentation of nuclear power issues found that the
media only focused on episodes such as Three Mile Island and Chernobyl but never a
broader discussion of nuclear power. This supports Bennett’s (1988) argument that
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episodic or fragmented framing makes it difficult for viewers to consider an issue over a
broad spectrum. Edelman (1993) found that the way the news frames events into distinct
categories caused viewers to miss connections between policies and events. Another, less
political result of this framing is that people attribute responsibility for crime to the
criminals themselves rather than the societal or economic factors that may have
influenced criminal behavior or the elected officials that exacerbated those factors
through legislative action (Edelman, 1993; Iyengar, 1991).
Another example of citizens being unable to connect proposed legislation to their
own lives are the Bush tax cuts of 2001 and 2002. Bartels (2005) found that the public
generally supported the Bush tax cuts even though they knew they were unlikely to
receive any benefits. Furthermore, when the tax cuts were put in the context of support
for federal programs people were less likely to support them. While Bartels does not
blame the media, his research illustrates how a disconnect between policy and its
implications can lead to a misinformed citizenry.
Bartels’ (2005) study of the Bush tax cuts were during a non-election time period
so it is possible that people were not paying attention to the news as much as they might
have been during an election. However, elections are often covered using strategy/game
framing and “horse race” coverage (Frankovic, 1998; Lawrence, 2000; Mutz, 1995;
Tuchman, 1978). This coverage mostly discusses who is ahead in the polls and how
certain advertisements or appearances will influence voters. While looking at how a
candidate is doing in polls from different points in the election offers context, it doesn’t
deal with issues or explain things that make a poll inaccurate such as margin-of-error.
Therefore, it is not really in-depth coverage and should still be considered an episodic
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frame or at least not a thematic frame (Frankovic, 1998). Looking at an ad or discussing
the strategy of a candidate also doesn’t provide viewers with any information about the
issues being debated and therefore is episodic. For example, in the 2000 election the Bush
campaign ran ads showing middle class families who would not qualify for Gore’s tax
cuts. In reality this was a small number of families throughout the country. However, the
news media focused their coverage on these “tax families” and the advertisements
featuring them. The result was people believing they wouldn’t qualify for cuts under
Gore’s tax plan when they really did (Jamieson & Waldman, 2003). This is a case where
explaining why these families wouldn’t receive the benefits but others would, a thematic
frame, would have better informed the public. Instead the media discussed strategic
implications of the ads.
To summarize, news is either framed thematically, which means it has
background information and context, or episodically, which means there are no
contextual clues to help attribute responsibility to society or government policies. The
discussion of news processing methods will show why episodic framing can make it
difficult for voters to make truly informed choice.
How Viewers Process Political News
The methods people use to process news are similar to ones used when deciding
which candidate to vote for. Bennett (1981), Entman (1989), and Graber (1984) all found
that voters use schemas to interpret political information and decide whether or not to
store it and how. These researchers concluded that people have symbols and cues given
to them by culture and society that help them determine what to process and what to
leave. These cues activate schemas, which convert short-term information into long-term
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memory. These schemas accumulate information and lead to attitude formation from the
information stored in them. These attitudes are what people call upon when voting.
Political psychologists such as Lau and Redlawsk (2001), Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh
(1989), Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau (1995), and Rhee (1997) all postulate the use of
schemas in evaluating and using political information. Lodge et al.’s (1989, 2003)
“online method” maintains that voters store an overall evaluation of a candidate and
update it when they receive new information. In addition, Price, Tewksbury, and Powers
(1997) found that people use valenced (positive or negative) thoughts that help them
make candidate evaluations. Rhee (1997) found that some people have issue-oriented
schemas while others have strategy-oriented schemas to handle campaign information.
Lau and Redlawsk (2001) found that voters use heuristics such as party affiliation,
ideology, endorsements, polls, and candidate appearances to determine how to store and
use information. Framing plays a role in what information is accessible to voters when
determining whether a thought is positive or negative. News that is episodically framed
results in voters using random events and a small sample of topics to evaluate candidates.
This could lead to them making a choice that does not accurately represent their own
view of what the country needs. On the other hand thematic framing gives viewers the
opportunity to use issues placed in context as well as non-sound bite audio from
candidate interviews to evaluate potential office holders.
Bennett (1981), Mendelsohn (1996), and Miller, Wattenburg, and Malanchuk’s
(1986) research about voter choice also lends support to schema theory. Bennett (1981)
introduced the concept of a Preliminary Cognitive Representation, which is a cognitive
device that organizes belief systems and previous views and then attaches them to a
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candidate. Mendelsohn (1996) found that voters start with an opinion about their ideal
candidate and then try to find the candidate that best matches this image. Miller et al.
(1986) also found that people use heuristics to attach themselves to a candidate. News
that is episodically framed has the potential to greatly impact voters who process
information and vote choice this way because they will be unable connect a candidate’s
traits to the problems he or she will have to face (Jamieson & Waldman, 2003). If news
was framed thematically people could see how a candidate’s flaws could impact his
handling of issues or whether these flaws were overblown and there should be no cause
for concern. For example, fairly or unfairly, Al Gore was framed as dishonest (Jamieson
& Waldman, 2003). This obviously had negative implications for his ability to handle the
country and be responsible to the American people. Had the news media evaluated the
charges of dishonesty they might have been able to provide evidence for citizens’ worries
about his character or assuaged those fears.
The easiest heuristic for voters to use is party identification. Scholars such as
Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes (1960), and Lenz (2012) argue that party
identification, which is stable over time, shapes issue evaluation and vote choice. This
“American Voter” model shows that it is very hard to get people to update their party
identification and vote against an institution that one has an emotional attachment to.
However, other research has found that citizens are constantly updating their party
identifications based on issue preferences and experiences (Achen, 1992, 2002; Franklin,
1984). Somewhere in between are revisionist scholars such as Carsey and Layman
(2006), Hillygus and Shields (2009), and Groenendyk (2012). They have found that while
people are very loyal to parties they will break with them if they can identify certain
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points of disagreement. Converse (1964), Markus and Converse (1979), and Hillygus and
Shields (2009) all argue that if a party doesn’t represent a citizen’s issue preferences on
an important issue there is potential to update identification or seek out more information.
Since episodic framing makes it difficult to connect people to policies and conditions as
well as attribute blame to a person in office it is unlikely that citizens will receive the
type of information needed to break with their party identification. However, thematic
framing can provide that information and the connections necessary for a voter to realize
that, for example, the opposite party is actually more representative of him or herself.
These methods from social science researchers in the spheres of politics and voter
choice as well as mass media may have different names but they all involve voters using
stored memories and cues to help them determine how to interpret new information and
use it when called upon. The fact that news processing and voting choice mechanisms are
so similar shows how framing becomes a part of the voting process because it is a part of
the news comprehension process. Price et al.’s (1997) research on valenced thoughts as a
result of framing makes the implications of this connectivity clear. People store framed
news reports as likes or dislikes about a candidate and therefore even if they don’t
remember specific events (short-term memory in Bennett (1981) and Graber (1984)) they
still make candidate evaluations based on a stored evaluation (long-term memory in
Bennett (1981) and Graber (1984)). If these news reports are framed episodically voters
could hold the party line without realizing that they are getting fewer benefits than with
the opposite party.
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What is Mock-News?
At long last the discussion will turn to the subject of the content analysis: mocknews programs. The reader hopefully understands what framing is, how people are
exposed to it and how it interacts with people’s tools for political choice. Mock-news
programs have elements similar to traditional news programs that enable them to
influence viewers. The two being looked at in this study, Comedy Central’s The Colbert
Report and The Daily Show with John Stewart are programs that feature an anchor sitting
at a desk just like a traditional news program. He then makes satirical comments about
the day’s news. Some content is political and the rest is strange news (think man bites
dog).1 The shows always conclude with an interview of a guest who is often a politician
(Baumgartner & Morris, 2006; Baym, 2005; Center for Media and Public Affairs, 2008).
Colbert even does a segment called “Better Know a District,” which interviews
representatives from various house districts across the United States. According to the
Pew Research Center (2010), 7% of Americans regularly watch The Daily Show and 6%
say they regularly watch The Colbert Report. This number jumps to 13% of viewers
under 30. In fact 74 and 80% of Stewart and Colbert’s audience respectively are between
18 and 49 (Pew Research Center, 2010). Additionally Stewart and Colbert have the top
rated late-night shows and websites for viewers/users 18-49 (Bibel, 2013).
These news shows differ from traditional news reports because they don’t attempt
to be objective or unbiased. The hosts make jokes regardless of his guest’s ideology and
if Stewart or Colbert present a viewpoint in opposition to their guest’s it is with the
1

For more on the content of these mock-news programs see Baumgartner and
Morris, 2006; Baym, 2005,2007; Brewer and Marquardt, 2007; Center for Media and
Public Affairs, 2008; Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2008; Stelter, 2009, 2010;
Young, 2004.
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purpose of being antagonistic to create humor. In his article looking at the production of
The Daily Show, Brian Stelter (2009) found that although most of the audience was
liberal, Stewart had no problem skewering President Obama even if it resulted in boos
from those in the studio. Baumgartner and Morris (2008) noted that although Colbert’s
rhetoric may be predominantly anti-liberal, his manner of presentation is actually a
mockery of conservative talk show hosts. The authors also found that some viewers
ended up believing Colbert’s off the wall comments and scathing criticisms of liberals.
Republican bloggers certainly don’t mind if Colbert is actually lampooning their heroes.
They used clips from his show to promote their anti-occupy movement rhetoric (Bond,
2011). Interestingly, The Colbert Report and The Daily show are behind only NPR in the
percentage of viewers who like news with no point of view (Pew Research Center, 2010).
Despite their skits appearing in traditional news sources and the Pew Research
Center showing them as the young person’s go-to source for political information, the
Comedy Central anchors deny their ability or desire to influence their audience (Deggens,
2012). Trevor Potter, a campaign finance lawyer and Colbert’s sidekick for the super
PAC skits, says he has no idea of Colbert’s intentions with the skit. Colbert says he’s just
trying to be funny (Carr, 2011). In an interview with Baym (2005), Steve Albani,
Comedy Central’s Vice-President of Communication, stated that the only objective of
these fake news programs is to be humorous, not to sway viewers towards one ideology
or another.
Baym (2005) argued that this carefree attitude may cause the programs to lack
legitimacy. On the other hand, Williams and Delli Carpini (2002) contend that in the
modern media environment, for better or for worse, every television show or comedian
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that discusses politics is politically relevant and therefore should act like a legitimate
media source. The results of several national media surveys give weight to this argument.
Survey and content analysis have found that people increasingly get knowledge from
these political comedy shows, and candidates for political office frequently appear on
them (Center for Media and Public Affairs, 2008; Pew Research Center, 2004; Proejct for
Excellence in Journalism, 2008; Young, 2004). Furthermore, Comedy Central, the home
of Colbert and Stewart, provided more coverage of the 2004 party conventions than the
major networks combined (Jenkins, 2006). The hosts often use clips from cable and
network news broadcasts and articles from major newspapers as sources for many of their
jokes. Stewart even tries to provide some partisan balance in these segments (Baym,
2005; Day, 2009; Stelter, 2009, 2010). Researchers such as Compton (2008) and Young
(2008) argue that fake news programs don’t offer learning in the form of exposure to new
information but rather in the form of commentary on familiar issues. The case laid out
above makes it difficult to characterize The Colbert Report and The Daily Show as
illegitimate sources of news at least in terms of popularity, sources, elite guests, and
influence.
If the evidence above is not enough, Stewart and Colbert frequently venture into
the realm of traditional media as serious commentators furthering the argument that they
are seen as legitimate. Stephen Colbert testified about migrant workers in front of
congress in character and has told reporters he enjoys using his position to speak for
people with no voice and to “inform people” (Carr, 2011; Zapler, 2010). Colbert also
displays a less sarcastic demeanor when he speaks to college students (Canaham, 2012;
Goodstein, 2012). Furthermore, NBC correspondent Chuck Todd used airtime to criticize
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Colbert for making a mockery of politics with his presidential campaign. He said it
wasn’t fair for Colbert to get away with what he was doing by saying he was a comedian
because he was seriously competing (Shain, 2012). Others see Colbert’s entry into a
legitimate political contest as a way of showing how ridiculous modern politics are
(Zinoman, 2012). In an interview with Carr (2011) a Colbert staff member claimed the
media wasn’t covering campaign finance until The Colbert Report started doing the
Colbert Super PAC skits. This could also be considered making a mockery of politics but
it was an effective way of showing some of the new and potentially disturbing
developments in campaign finance regulation.
Stewart had a similar experience in 2004 when he exposed the Iraqi prime
minister’s speech to congress as being similar to President Bush’s stump speech. He
correctly guessed that the traditional media would not make this connection (Colapinto,
2004). Arguably Stewart’s career defining moment came when he appeared on CNN’s
Crossfire and criticized the hosts for doing a poor job of journalism and helped cause the
show to be cancelled (Garofoli, 2004; Young, 2008). Despite denying his ability to
change the way people watch news Stewart is often critical of the news media’s coverage
of politics. In a Rolling Stone profile “the most trusted name in news” echoes Bennett
(1988) by blasting the media for getting a source from either side of the aisle and calling
it a day (Colapinto, 2004). Stewart has also accused Fox News of being the mouthpiece
of the Republican Party and routinely accuses the media of being fragmented, covering
trivial issues and not doing enough watchdog work (Colapinto, 2004; Schwartzel, 2010;
Stelter, 2010; Young, 2008). Content analysis will help determine if his program differs
from those he critiques on a regular basis.

19

Framing in The Colbert Report and The Daily Show
Similar to traditional news programs, The Colbert Report and The Daily Show use
frames to help them present the news in a humorous manner. When satirizing a candidate
they focus on a well-known fault or trait of the candidate as a foundation for their jokes
(Baym, 2005; Gray, Jones, & Thompson, 2009; Sella, 2000). Colbert bases most of his
humor on playing up what he and the writers view as the position of right-wing
commentators. He frames Democrats the same way a Rush Limbaugh or Bill O’Reilly
would. This type of humor could lead to either type of framing. If the hosts are showing
individual instances that show Bush as stupid, Gore as dishonest, Romney as out-oftouch, or Clinton as a pot-smoking adulterer then that is an episodic frame. However, if
these frames do something like proving Kerry is a flip-flopper by showing video clips of
him taking two different sides on one policy or compare voting records to a published
platform or something said in a speech then there is context and background information
making it a thematic frame.
While only content analysis will determine which frame is the case, Baym (2007)
and Day (2009) suggested that the interviews that conclude each program give
background information and context, which is characteristic of thematic framing.
Rottinghaus, Bind, Ridout, and Self (2008) focus groups of viewers of The Daily Show
and The Colbert Report echoed Baym (2007) and Day’s (2009) findings. Furthermore,
Dan Abrams a former general manager of MSNBC, says that Stewart often looks at the
big picture and that is something traditional news outlets must start doing. This all
suggests that there is thematic framing occurring in these mock-news programs.
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However, there is also evidence of episodic framing in these shows. Baumgartner
and Morris (2006) found that watching The Daily Show gave viewers a lower opinion of
presidential candidates. This could be a result of making a candidate’s weaknesses more
salient. If most jokes are based on a candidate’s character flaws then it could lead to the
soap opera style coverage of politics that promotes the view of politicians as “despicable
males” (Scammell, 2003). Van Zoonen (2003) said that people don’t connect
personalities to policies with soap opera coverage and Iyengar’s (1991) research suggests
it is possible that these viewer attitudes are a result of attributions of blame from framing
in these shows. Based on the literature it appears that episodic framing would produce the
attitudes described in Baumgartner and Morris (2006, 2008). If Stewart or Colbert made
jokes focusing on Romney’s personality, voters would view him as unable to understand
middle class people and never have bothered to research his policies nor would they have
heard about them on the show. This situation creates the potential for a citizen to cast a
vote that does not provide him or her with the maximum benefits due to episodic framing.
However, content analysis is necessary before any conclusion can be made.
Since voters use heuristics and schemas to choose which candidate they prefer
and episodic or thematic framing can influence what information voters integrate into
these schemas it is important to see what type of frame, if any, is dominant in this
increasingly popular news source. It is especially important because Franklin (1984)
found that young voters are most likely to use issues when picking a candidate and
thematic framing provides more issue content. These results can be combined with
previous research to help candidates decide whether they want to appear and what they
want to discuss on mock-news programs. It can also aid news programs in finding a
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strategy to attract younger viewers and provide more desirable content. However, before
any television appearance strategy or news routine can be planned campaign managers
and editors must know what kind of framing exists in these mock-news programs.
Method
While Iyengar (1991) used an integrated model of content analysis by combining
his analysis with field experiments and surveys, this study will only use content analysis.
Content analysis is defined as “summarizing quantitative analysis of messages that relies
of the scientific method…. and is not limited as to the type of variables that may be
measured or the context in which the messages are created or presented” (Nueundorf,
2002, p. 10). This content analysis will use clips from The Colbert Report and The Daily
Show to determine the ratio of episodic framing compared to thematic framing for
political issues. Episodic and thematic framing are operationalized in the codebook
(Appendix A).
Iyengar (1991) determined his content by looking at abstracts of news broadcasts
from the Abstracts at the Television News Archive at Vanderbilt University. He used key
words to search for news broadcasts related to the issues he wanted to study. This study
will use a similar method. The websites for The Colbert Report and The Daily Show
enable the user to search archived video clips using key words called “tags.” These tags,
when put into the search box, bring up all video clips that have content related to that
“tag” as determined by the person who uploads the clips to colbertnation.com and the
dailyshow.com.
Iyengar (1991) determined what issues to study based on political issues he
described as “perennials in recent American politics” (p. 18). This study will use the
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same criteria in choosing which tags to search. Some choices will be similar to Iyengar’s
and others will be new issues that have become mainstream in the twenty years since Is
Anyone Responsible was published. The tags that will be used to produce the sample
frame of videos are terrorism, unemployment (both the same as Iyengar), gay rights
(similar to racial inequality), campaigns, health care, and Benghazi/Libya (a political
scandal similar to the Iran-contra scandal, which Iyengar studied). From the videos that
appear in the search results the 25 most watched will be analyzed for frame type. There
are a few types of videos that will be excluded from analysis. They include Colbert’s
introduction to his show, which is a very brief rundown of what he will talk about in that
episode. This airs before the introduction music and video start. Any clip that is a
montage of clips from the show (such as a monthly or weekly recap) and did not appear
on a show will also not be coded since they are only available to web viewers. The search
results are displayed by most recent on the shows’ website by default but the top 25 most
viewed can be accessed by clicking a button, which reloads the page and has the most
watched videos for that tag in descending order. There are two reasons for selecting the
top 25 most viewed. The first is that full episodes are only available for the previous 2
months. There is too great of a chance that an important news event that lends itself to a
certain frame will dominate the coverage during this short time period so full episodes
cannot be used. The second reason the top 25 videos are being used as opposed to a
random selection is that they indicate what type of framing Internet viewers are subjected
to most often (Gooding & Gregory, 2011). This enables the results to be reliable for
people who don’t watch these programs daily, but watch sporadically on the Internet.
These viewers may not go directly to colbertnation.com or thedailyshow.com but rather
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access video clips from a link posted on social media, a news organization or aggregator.
Furthermore, this research will assume that the top 25 most viewed clips will also give
researchers a clue as to what segments regular television viewers wanted to watch again
and therefore are most salient. As a result, the content analysis will discover what type of
framing is most likely to reach the largest number of people.
The archives on the shows’ websites will be the population examined and the unit
of analysis is each video clip. A video clip is a segment from a 30-minute episode that
can last anywhere from 90 seconds to 10 minutes. The length of each clip is determined
by comedy central when they upload the video. The point at which one clip ends and
another begins is determined by a change in subject or a change in the portion of the
show. For example the opening monologue, guest interviews and any regularly appearing
segment such as Colbert’s “The Word” or “Better Know a District” would all be separate
video clips. The coder will record the amount of time spent presenting a story with an
episodic or thematic frame. However, if a clip is predominantly Thematic or Episodic
than the entire duration of the clip will be coded as one frame. This is how Iyengar (1991)
coded CBS news broadcasts to see if his analysis of the Abstracts was correct. Since
video content is the only resource available this research will follow this procedure used
by Iyengar (1991).
Iyengar (1991) determined that news broadcasts are never exclusively
episodically or thematically framed but segments are dominated by one frame or the
other. This study will use Iyengar’s (1991) definitions to operationalize thematic and
episodic framing. The coders will be instructed to count any segment that is “a casestudy, event-oriented (or) depicts public issues in terms of concrete instances” (p. 14) as
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episodic framing. Iyengar’s (1991) operational definition of thematic framing that the
coders will use is “places public issues in some more general or abstract context and
takes the form of a … ‘backgrounder’ report directed at general or abstract context and
general outcomes or conditions” (p. 14). A “backgrounder” report is a news segment that
features a group of people talking about an issue (Iyengar, 1996). Iyengar also noted that
thematic coverage should have interviews with experts.
This analysis will use two coders. In order to test the clarity and precision of the
codebook the second coder will code 10% of the videos watched by the first coder. They
will be e-mailed the same list of links to each video clip so there is no difference in what
content they code. These clips will be selected by putting each clip into a spreadsheet,
which automatically assigns it a number. The 30 clips for analysis will be gotten by
generating 30 random numbers, which will correspond with a clip. The codebook
(Appendix A) will be updated as necessary based on the suggestions of the coders. Once
the final revisions have been made the coder will work independently as recommended
by Neuendorf (2002). Coders will be allowed to work in whatever environment they find
most comfortable. Each coder will be instructed to watch the video and record on the
code sheet (Appendix B) the amount of time that the frame is episodic or thematic.
However, they should only note a change in frame if the clip is split up evenly between
the two frames.
As mentioned earlier, a total of 300 separate video clips were coded for this
content analysis. Following two pilot-coding tests a full sub-sample of 60 clips given in
two groups of 30 were coded. This is above the maximum number of 51 units for a subsample suggested by Neuendorf (2002). There was one clip that appeared in each batch
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of the sub-sample and therefore reliability coefficients are calculated using 59 as the total
number of clips. These stories were selected from a random sequence generated by
random.org and each number corresponded to that video’s cell number on a master list of
every story analyzed for The Colbert Report and The Daily Show in a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet.
Using a simple percent agreement equation initial intercoder agreement was 77%
and 80% respectively for each batch of clips. According to Neuendorf (2002) these
results would constitute a reliable percent agreement for completely independent coding
according to many social scientists. However, after the independent coding the two
coders discussed their points of disagreement and were able to come to a consensus about
several clips they had previously coded differently. After these sessions the percent
agreement rose to 91.5% for the entire sub-sample. These discussions consisted of each
coder pointing to which section of the codebook he had leaned on most heavily for his
decision. This resulted in each coder reassessing some of his decisions after consulting a
section of the codebook he may not have given due consideration during initial coding.
When calculating reliability using Cohen’s kappa the intercoder reliability coefficient is
.82, which is above the acceptable levels suggested by Neuendorf (2002).
There were 300 clips analyzed over six categories, 150 for The Daily Show and
150 for The Colbert Report. Due to some instances of the same clips being in the top 25
most viewed for multiple categories, the analyses of the 300 clips includes some videos
outside the top 25 most viewed. These clips were chosen because they had the next
highest number of views according to each show’s website. Stories were added until each
topic had 25 exclusive units for analysis. The Colbert Report had only two duplicates
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while The Daily Show had several more. Furthermore, The Daily Show had less than 25
clips for the Benghazi tag so in order to come up with 150 stories the other categories
include more than 25 videos. Since Benghazi lends itself to episodic framing this could
skew the results towards thematic framing.
Results
Overview
Each clip was seen an average 233,252 times and the total amount of views for all
the videos analyzed was 69.9 million. The Daily Show clips were watched by an average
of 329,435 site visitors and were responsible for 49.4 million of the total views. The
Colbert Report, which has been on the air six fewer years than the The Daily Show, was
responsible for 20.5 million views with an average audience of 136,925 per clip. The
total time of analyses was 27 hours, 13 minutes with an average length of 5 minutes, 27
seconds.
Research Question: What is the ratio of episodic framing to thematic framing in the
mock-news programs The Daily Show and The Colbert Report?
When considered as a whole there was a relatively equal amount of each type of
frame. As figure 1 shows, there were 157 clips with a predominantly episodic frame and
the remaining 143 were coded as thematic. This equates to a ratio of 52% of the videos
being framed episodically and 48% framed thematically. When compared to Iyengar’s
(1991) analysis this is a much more balanced ratio than network news broadcasts. Even
without considering Iyengar’s analysis of the Iran-Contra scandal due to a lack of specific
numbers, the percentage of framing among his other topics was 60% episodic and 40%
thematic. If the Iran-Contra data had been available that ratio would definitely shift
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toward episodic framing as it was reported as being nearly all episodic coverage (Iyengar,
1991). The individual topics ranged from 89% episodic (crime) to 34% episodic
(unemployment).

Figure 1. Ratio of Framing

As could be expected, thematically framed clips accounted for more total time
than their episodically framed counterparts. Thematic stories totaled 14 hours, 20 minutes
of coverage with an average of just over 6 minutes spent on each one. Episodic clips
amounted to 12 hours, 50 minutes worth of video and averaged slightly less than 5
minutes per unit analyzed.
When the two shows are looked at individually the data suggests a different
overall picture. The analyses found that 97 of The Colbert Report’s clips were
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predominantly episodic compared to 60 for The Daily Show. This means that the two
shows had 53 and 90 stories respectively that were presented with a thematic frame. The
Daily Show had just over 9.5 hours of thematically framed clips for an average of 6
minutes, 23 seconds per clip. On the other hand, The Colbert Report had just 4 hours, 45
minutes of thematically framed clips, which averaged nearly 5.5 minutes per video. As
the earlier results suggest, Colbert had more than 7 hours, 34 minutes of episodic
coverage compared to just 5 hours, 13 minutes for Stewart. For both shows examined, the
episodically framed clips were shorter and thematically framed clips were longer than the
average time for all the videos examined. The Daily Show had close to 2.5 more hours of
material analyzed. In the next few sections the results will be broken down by topic.
Figures 2 and 3 show the findings broken down by topic as well as by topic and show.
These results include only the top 25 videos regardless of whether they are duplicate
clips.

Figure 2. Framing by Topic
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Figure 3. Framing by Topic and Show

Campaigns
Iyengar (1991) did not analyze campaigns but he did mention them as being
characterized by “Horse Race” coverage, which was episodic framing. Authors such as
Frankovic (1998), Iyengar et al. (2004), Lawrence (2000), Mutz (1995), and Tuchman
(1978) confirm that this type of frame does indeed dominate election coverage. The
Colbert Report did not break with tradition as it had over 90 minutes of episodic
campaign coverage while only having slightly more than 30 minutes of thematic
coverage. A total of 19 of the clips analyzed for The Colbert Report were episodic. The
Daily Show’s election coverage also showed more episodic framing but only by one clip.
As figure 2 shows, the total amount of stories coded as using episodic framing was 32
while 18 were predominately thematic. This ratio of 65% to 35% is similar to those of
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news categories that Iyengar (1991) expected to exhibit high amounts of episodic
framing. It is also a much greater difference in the amount that each type of frame is used
between the two mock-news programs. This could be a result of the popularity of both
Colbert’s run for the presidency and his Colbert Super PAC skits. Although they were
valuable pieces of journalism, the latter was considered an example of a specific instance
being used to represent a public issue, which Iyengar (1991) considered episodic framing.
Furthermore, Colbert focused more on his campaigning than his policy when running for
president.
Terrorism
Both mock-news programs show a departure from traditional news in the way
they cover terrorism. Out of all the stories analyzed 56% were determined to contain
mostly thematic framing. This is a sharp contrast to Iyengar’s (1991) finding that nearly
three-quarters of network news’ coverage of terrorism was done through an episodic
frame. As figure 3 shows, The Daily Show was overwhelmingly thematic in its coverage
of this issue while The Colbert Report had three more episodic clips than thematic ones.
There are a few explanations for this difference from network news. The first is that there
are many interviews in both of these categories. Secondly, the Project for Excellence in
Journalism (2008) suggested that Stewart does not always cover tragedies because it is
hard to make appropriate jokes about them. This would explain why both hosts would
refrain from making fun of specific terrorist attacks and instead wait until they were
politicized such as in the instance of Benghazi. Finally, while Bin Laden and Muammar
al-Gaddafi were covered, there were also discussions of freedom of religion issues due to
Stewart’s look at Islam in America because of the debate over the mosque near ground
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zero. The clips used the mosque controversy as a segue way to a discussion about
American’s treatment of Muslims following September 11th and how people are only
open to guaranteeing freedom of religion to a certain extent. These stories made the
mosque controversy appear to be a part of a historical series and provided background
knowledge on the situation, and therefore were thematic.
Benghazi/Libya
This category was characterized by episodic framing but not as much as one
would expect since Iyengar (1991) found that nearly all of the news stories about the
Iran-Contra scandal were framed episodically. As figure 2 shows, out of the 44 clips
analyzed (due to The Daily Show not having 25 clips) 64% were episodically framed.
Colbert presented 11 more episodic stories than thematic ones, while Stewart’s coverage
yielded only one more instance of episodic framing than thematic framing. The reason for
Stewart’s close ratio is most likely due to his focus on the Senate hearings about the
attack as well as a comparison of media criticisms, which are all thematic frames because
the different video clips form a narrative or show a comparison. These media criticisms
showed excerpts of cable news pundits, mostly of Fox, talking about how Benghazi could
be the biggest political scandal in American history even though there was no indication
Obama had been trying to hide something. Furthermore, the videos analyzed showed
several instances of these pundits speculating about the meaning of different pieces of
evidence or what was said in Senate hearings even though they did not know all the facts.
Health Care
The two shows were very different in their coverage of health care, which perhaps
is a result of the shows’ ideological leanings. As figure 3 shows, thematic framing was
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dominant in all but three clips of The Daily Show, while on the other hand The Colbert
Report produced 18 videos that were coded as episodic. Overall this meant that nearly
60% of health care stories analyzed for both shows were thematic. One possible
explanation for this contrast in frame choice is that Stewart, who leans left, was
attempting to show how Obamacare could make the nation better as well as how
conservatives were unfairly judging the law. On the other hand Colbert’s character, an
arch-conservative, wanted to provide evidence that it was a failure and so he focused on
specific instances that depicted the law as a disaster.
Gay Rights
As figure 2 shows, coverage of this issue was exactly even when the two shows
were considered as a whole. Continuing the trend seen over the other topics, Colbert had
15 episodic clips to 10 thematic clips while Stewart had exactly the opposite. This is the
first category where the mock-news programs showed less thematic framing than a
comparable topic in traditional news program. Iyengar’s (1991) analysis of racial
inequality found that 60% of the news stories were framed thematically. One explanation
for this difference is that a portion of the clips examined cover the debate surrounding
California’s Proposition 8, and as a result they were connected to a specific episode.
Unemployment
Similar to gay rights, clips about unemployment showed slightly less thematic
framing than Iyengar (1991) found in traditional news. As figure 2 shows, only 58% of
the coverage was thematically framed compared to 66% in traditional news. As with
health care, The Daily Show had significantly more thematic stories than episodic ones.
The Colbert Report was nearly even with only one more clip exhibiting episodic framing
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than thematic framing. Stewart’s coverage had many interviews along with several stories
that examined the economic consequences of the roll out of the health care act and
several other bills. These are all thematically framed stories. On the other hand, Colbert’s
coverage, while including some clips framed similarly to Stewart’s, often looked at
speeches or statements from politicians and business leaders about unemployment and his
coverage did not extend into a general discussion of unemployment or the economy as
often as The Daily Show.
Discussion
Since the research for this paper was conducted, Stephen Colbert has been chosen
to replace David Letterman on CBS’ late night show, and Larry Wilmore, a member of
Jon Stewart’s news team, was selected to fill Colbert’s time slot. It remains to be seen
whether the content of either new show is as political as The Colbert Report, but
Colbert’s appointment suggests that what he has been doing captures audiences. This
serves to further the argument that his and Stewart’s shows are becoming increasingly
popular for both election news and entertainment. For those who believe that an increase
in thematic framing can lead to a better-informed citizenry the results are encouraging.
The results of this analysis found that when considered as a whole, the ratio of
episodic framing to thematic framing in mock-news programs is much closer than a
similar analysis of network news (Iyengar 1991). However, as individuals, the two shows
were much different. The Colbert Report used predominantly episodic framing, while
The Daily Show used mostly thematic framing. This finding supports previous analysis of
The Daily Show, which found that Jon Stewart offers as much substantive coverage as
traditional news (Fox, Koloen, & Sahin, 2007), and uses issue frames in at least half of
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his political stories (Brewer & Marquardt 2007). It also supports authors such as Baym
(2007), Day (2009), Entman (2010), and Rottinghaus et al. (2008) who feel that The
Daily Show’s format provides background information and puts stories into context. For
all the topics analyzed, across both shows, campaigns and Benghazi/Libya were found to
be more likely to be framed episodically. Stories about health care, unemployment and
terrorism tended to be framed thematically. Clips about gay rights had an equal amount
of both frames. Additionally, both programs’ thematically framed clips were longer than
their episodically framed stories. This is not surprising because a thematically framed
news story needs more airtime due to the need to provide background information and
establish a narrative.
The literature review discussed the potential for an audience to update their
political preferences as a result of being exposed to the type of information a thematically
framed story would provide. There is no definite amount of thematic framing that causes
people to undergo political change, but its rarity suggests that traditional news is not
providing enough. If mock-news is going to influence viewers’ political preferences or
vote choice to a greater extent than network news, viewers must watch only The Daily
Show or both mock-news programs. Otherwise, if they watch only The Colbert Report,
they are exposed to a slightly higher percentage of episodic framing than Iyengar (1991)
found in network news. While only a survey of viewers could definitively say whether
people who watch Colbert also watch Stewart, the evidence offered in the next
paragraphs suggests people are watching both. In fact, people are more likely to watch
The Daily Show than the Colbert Report. This evidence provides support for the
conclusion that mock-news programs provide more balance in the frame choice than
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traditional news programs. Furthermore, if only one show was examined than it would
give an incomplete picture of the content of late-night political comedy.
According to Nielsen’s ratings, The Daily Show has more viewers than The
Colbert Report and the two shows are the first and second rated programs in late night for
viewers 18-49 (Bibel, 2013). Furthermore, over the past year both shows have increased
their share of the late night audience among adults 18-49, adults 18-34, adults 18-24,
adults 25-34, men 18-49, men 18-34, and men 18-24. These viewer demographics match
up with previous research by Young and Tisinger (2006) as well as The Pew Research
Center (2012). In The Pew Research Center’s (2012) report it was also found that both
shows had a similar viewer profile when it came to average income, education, political
knowledge, ideology, and preference for news without a viewpoint. The problem with
much of this survey data is that it doesn’t differentiate between The Colbert Report and
The Daily Show but instead lumps them together under late-night comedy. However, the
evidence suggests that people probably do watch both shows or at least watch only
Stewart. This conclusion is a result of both programs having similar viewer profiles.
Additionally, The Colbert Report comes on after The Daily Show, which usually
means less of an audience because people go to bed. Colbert also used to be a
correspondent on Stewart’s show before he got his own time-slot, which suggests that at
least network executives believe the same viewer would watch both programs. Finally,
The Daily Show has a higher rating than The Colbert Report meaning that if anything
people are more likely to watch Stewart than his protégé. This is important because it
suggests that people who watch both mock-news programs are exposed to more thematic
framing than traditional news broadcasts. It doesn’t appear that they are only watching
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Colbert, and seeing the same type of framing as they would on traditional news shows.
The implications of the fact that both shows have a similar audience and comparable
ratings will be discussed later.
There are a few likely explanations for why these shows, particularly The Daily
Show, exhibited more thematic framing than traditional news shows. The first is that they
are not responsible for bringing the day’s most important news to their viewers. The hosts
clearly have certain issues they either like to talk about or believe make for good jokes
that they can discuss for as long as they seem funny. Where traditional news programs
only have time to give brief sound bites or a quick update on a situation, Stewart and
Colbert have the liberty to take enough time to fully explain a topic. The average length
of all the clips analyzed was 4 minutes, 55 seconds long, meaning that they would cover
only four or five stories in their 22-minute program. That is twice as long as average
stories from either network, local, or even cable news (Pew Research Center, 2013).
Iyengar (1991) and Paletz (1998) postulated that time constraints are the reason that news
programs don’t frame issues thematically. The results of this study suggest that if these
time constraints become less of a concern then there is potential to engage in more
thematic framing.
Another possible explanation for the amount of thematic framing in these mocknews programs is the frequency of interviews. Both Colbert and Stewart conclude each
program with an interview, and sometimes bring out guests in the middle of segments.
Among the clips analyzed there were 64 total interviews, 32 in each show, and 56 of
them were coded as having a thematic frame. This means that 20% of the videos analyzed
were interviews, which are overwhelmingly likely to be coded as thematic. This is a
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much greater percentage than local or network nightly news, which devoted less than 1%
and 4%, respectively, of their time to interviews. The average length of an interview on
either network or local news was less than 2 minutes (Pew Research Center, 2013). These
differences can be attributed to the news routines mentioned in the above paragraph and
discussed in the literature review. Nightly broadcasts simply cannot do an adequate job
fulfilling their role of keeping viewers abreast of the daily news if they spend too much
time on one interview or topic. The Sunday talk shows, while not as popular as nightly
news, help fill this void.
When compared to cable news, which spends 51% of its time on interviews, the
mock-news programs don’t appear to offer as much interview content. However, the
average interview time in cable is less than 3 minutes (Pew Research Center, 2013). It
should be noted that many of these interviews coded for this analysis are the extended
version only available online. However, looking at the interviews that are not an extended
version reveals that the majority of them are longer than 4 minutes. The Pew Research
Center (2013) did not analyze the nature of the cable news interviews so it is impossible
to compare substance or even guess at the frames of these interviews. However, one
could reason that the more time devoted to interviews would result in the interviewee
being more likely to establish a narrative and provide context about a topic.
The last explanation for these mock-news programs as a whole, particularly The
Daily Show, having more thematic content than traditional news programs is their
segments where they use past video clips to show inconsistencies. These videos are used
to reveal flip-flopping by politicians from both sides as well as by cable news pundits.
Jon Stewart frequently uses excerpts from Fox News’ programming to highlight their
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pundits’ careless speech (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2008; Stelter, 2010).
These clips are also used to criticize traditional journalists’ coverage of certain topics.
Entman (2010) called this “one of the best features of The Daily Show” (p.115).
By covering news in this manner not only are the hosts being funny but they are
also informing the audience of politicians’ policy positions while providing context and
chronological order to a story. They make it easier for people to trace an issue through
time and as a result it can be clearer that a party is responsible as opposed to an
individual. Many times Stewart will take clips from legislative debates to show people
who voted a certain way on a bill as well as their reasons for voting for or against
proposed legislation. All of these practices are characteristic of thematic framing. Stewart
and Colbert’s facial expressions and vocal tone contribute to the humor in these often
distressing instances, but the humor doesn’t hide the substance. Similar to previous
explanations for the prevalence of thematic framing in mock-news programs, the lack of
having to adhere to the news process makes it easier for the writers of these segments to
spend more time pointing out inconsistencies. They do not have to worry about being
accused of showing bias because they are not held to the same standards as traditional
news media. However, viewers don’t seem to be concerned with any slant as The Daily
Show and The Colbert Report are among the top choices for news without a bias (Pew
Research Center, 2012).
The past few paragraphs have pointed out how a difference in news routines can
account for why The Colbert Report and The Daily Show contain more thematic framing
than traditional network news programs. However, their popularity in both ratings and as
a source for political learning suggests that traditional news can learn from some of their
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practices at least when covering politics. To be clear, the results here will not support nor
is this conclusion suggesting that network news change their processes and become a less
humorous version of mock-news programs. This would mean a significant number of
people would not get daily news and could have a disastrous effect on ratings. However,
during election season the major news networks could eschew some of the “horse race”
coverage for a more narrative style. Iyengar et al. (2004) found that horse race coverage
is popular but Entman (2010) and the author of this paper [see literature review] argue
that the popularity of Colbert and Stewart suggests that audiences will be receptive to
coverage that focuses on policy and its consequences and benefits for segments of the
American population. Additionally, the rise in popularity of fact-checking organizations,
such as politifact.com, makes seem as though news consumers don’t mind people calling
politicians wrong as long as they offer proof. This is exactly what these mock-news
programs are doing by juxtaposing video clips of candidates or pundits making
contradictory statements. Finally, network news is a good place for this type of coverage
to exist because viewers will find it hard to avoid stories that contradict their political
views (Iyengar & Hahn 2009).
Iyengar et al. (2004) and Baum (2003) suggested the best way to do this is using
the “horse race” coverage as well as soft news content to draw people into more policyrelated or thematic stories. Both Tewksbury (2006), and Dalrymple and Scheufele (2007)
found that events such as Super Tuesday or more generally a presidential election
resulted in heightened audience attention to politics. The Daily Show and The Colbert
Report often use current events or episodes to link to a more general discussion.
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They can take a campaign event or sound bite and compare it with a candidate’s past
record or put a claim in the context of that person’s platform.
One example of this occurred during the political maneuvering that took place
prior to the expiration of the Bush tax cuts. Both hosts used this as an opportunity to
explain who the tax cuts benefited and the consequences of their extension. While clips
from when the Bush tax cuts first went into effect aren’t available, Stewart and Colbert’s
coverage of their continuation would appear to offer more thematic coverage than
network news did when they were first passed (Bell & Entman, 2011).
Another potential instance for network news to “piggyback” off of a political
event was the government shutdown or healthcare website failure. Obviously people
wanted to know when the government was going to open, and it would be necessary for
traditional news programs to keep viewers up-to-date about the status of the site in
addition to the status of negotiations in congress to reopen the government. However, if
television news covered this situation the same way they covered the Bush tax cuts they
would have missed the opportunity to inform people about the benefits and shortcomings
of universal health care, such as what options different segments of the population had,
and how it would impact these groups as well as the economy. Analysis has not been
done on network news coverage of these two events so this is purely hypothetical.
However, Bell and Entman’s (2011) research on the coverage of the Bush era tax cuts as
well Jamieson and Capella’s (1998) research on the coverage of the healthcare debate
during the Clinton presidency suggests that this hypothetical is not far-fetched.
The main thing the news media have to gain from increasing the amount of
thematic framing they use is a new demographic of viewers. It is not that these viewers
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tune in for thematic framing, but rather they like politicians and pundits being held
accountable by professionals with the training to research and interpret political platforms
and rhetoric. This is what Stewart and Colbert do so effectively. According to the Pew
Research Center (2013), the average viewer of network news is over the age of 50. This
doesn’t bode well for future ratings or advertising. Iyengar et al. (2004) found that the
main audience for issue coverage was partisan, young, affluent, and less print-oriented in
its news consumption. This is the opposite of the traditional TV news viewer who is
known to be older and, according to Eveland and Scheufele (2000), is less affluent and
has low political knowledge. Iyengar’s description of the news consumer who prefers
issue-oriented coverage is similar to that of a typical Daily Show viewer. Young and
Tisinger (2006) found that Stewart’s audience is predominantly young, liberal (partisan),
has a high political knowledge, and learns more from the Internet than traditional news.
This is consistent with Diddi and LaRose’s (2006) findings in a study of news
consumption on a college campus. Additionally, The Pew Research Center (2012) found
that Stewart and Colbert’s viewers are among the higher-earning audiences of news
programs. This data suggests that network news is not attracting a young audience and
having more issue coverage could be a way to bring this coveted demographic in.
While The Colbert Report and The Daily Show have many similarities there are
also several differences between them that can explain their difference in preferred frame.
The first is that Colbert is trying to model himself after a traditional cable news show. He
routinely says that Bill O’Reilly is his mentor and even calls him “Papa Bear” (Baym,
2007). Because he is so over-the-top, Colbert’s show relies on his character as well as
news stories to create humor. This explains why he was chosen to replace Letterman over
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other potential candidates. As a result, he often becomes part of the story he is mocking,
such as his two brief presidential campaigns and his creation of The Colbert Super PAC.
This last organization ran ads on his show and even ran ads in the Iowa Primary
(McGrath 2012). These two factors could explain why he has more episodically framed
clips than Stewart. Since he is a parody of conservative pundits (Baumgartner & Morris,
2008), he often takes a specific story (e.g., a town changing a Christmas parade to a
“holiday parade”) to show how America is losing its conservative values. However, he
does not show whether this is a trend but just blasts the town similar to a Fox News
program. Furthermore, since his character seems absurd, he does not need to juxtapose
video clips to mock the news media. By acting like the pundits he is criticizing them (or
according to Baumgartner and Morris (2008) supporting them). If he provided context
like Stewart he would not be fulfilling his character’s interest in furthering the
conservative cause. Instead he tends to focus on specific episodes that his character can
rant about and makes comedy through his absurdity.
The second way The Colbert Report lends itself to episodic framing is that
Colbert covers himself as part of the show. As mentioned above the host has run for
president and created a super PAC and these became main features on his show. While
these stories may expose loopholes in federal law, they do not offer any context nor do
they show any historical trends. The audience has no idea if Colbert is one of many
people exploiting campaign finance regulation or a lone-wolf. These clips are essentially
case studies about what flaws Colbert’s involvement in the American electoral system
has revealed. According to Iyengar (1991) this means that it is an episodic report.
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While Jon Stewart was a part of The Colbert Report’s super PAC skits, he doesn’t
inset himself into the story like his former correspondent does. He offers commentary and
shows absurdities by using video clips rather than a character. Authors such as Brewer
and Marquadt (2007), Entman (2010), and Project for Excellence in Journalism (2008)
have documentation of his use of this technique. This makes it more likely that a Daily
Show clip will show historical trends, offer general context or discuss issues positions.
Furthermore, Stewart has a liberal slant (Stelter, 2010) and therefore his coverage of
issues would be more likely to contrast the Obama presidency with the Bush presidency
or show inconsistencies in conservative talking points. One example of this is when he
exposed Republican’s inconsistency in voting against a bill to provide free health care to
9/11 first responders despite saying they supported them. This is not an exhaustive list of
the differences between the two mock-news programs but it serves to explain why they
frame similar issues so differently.
The last question this paper will answer is where to go from here? The next step
would be to code more videos of these two mock news programs or at least The Daily
Show because Colbert is moving to CBS. By expanding the categories analyzed or coding
more videos for each category the findings here would become more generalizable. This
study has provided evidence for what researchers such as Baym (2007), Day (2009),
Entman (2010), and Fox et al. (2007) among others, have suggested--that at least one of
these mock-news programs frame news more thematically. This means viewers of mocknews programs are more likely to have their political beliefs challenged and as a result
are more likely to vote for a candidate or party that more closely represents them. The
literature review discusses the theory behind this conclusion in-depth.
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There are several possibilities further research could examine, and all are
important. The first would be to perform an experiment similar to Iyengar (1991) and
determine whether watching thematic and episodic clips from The Daily Show and The
Colbert Report cause people to attribute responsibility differently. Baumgartner and
Morris (2006, 2008) suggested that watching these shows does influence people to have
either a more negative view of presidential candidates or, in the case of The Colbert
Report, a more positive view of Republicans. These conclusions are the extent of the
current research. Recreating Iyengar’s (1991) experiment for these two mock-news
programs will determine whether political learning or the effects on viewers’ opinions of
politics from watching these shows will result in a change in attribution of responsibility
for an issue. This is important to know because the literature suggests voters’ can change
their minds about which candidate or even which party best represents their interests if
they hold a different party or individual responsible.
This paper discusses some ways the Comedy Central programs contrast with both
network and cable news. To have a more complete picture a content analysis of cable
news programs and an updated content analysis of network news coverage should be
conducted. This way it will be able to be determined whether Colbert and Stewart or
O’Reilly, Maddow, and Cooper offer more thematic framing. These two types of news
broadcasts are similar in that they don’t have the same obligations to report on breaking
news as network broadcasts do and therefore have more opportunities to engage in
thematic coverage. The results in this study suggest that at least Stewart does engage in
more thematic coverage but in order to make an overall assessment of television news the
cable networks should be analyzed using the same criteria as Iyengar (1991) and this
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study used. Finally, it has been more than 20 years since Iyengar (1991) did his analysis
so the literature could benefit from an update.
This study can enhance the existing body of literature in many ways but perhaps
its most important contribution will be the fact that it did not attempt to redefine framing.
Scheufele (1999) found that many studies of framing introduce new definitions of the
concept and therefore make it difficult to have a consistent research design. This study is
attempting to buck this trend by using a previously constructed research design to offer
more legitimate comparisons between two major forms of political communication in the
modern media environment. The codebook in this study is extensive to help future
researchers who may undertake some of the endeavors suggested in the previous
paragraphs. If this study or any of the further research suggested is used in making
recommendations for changes to traditional media it is important that the comparisons
they make are accurate. The best way to do this is by ensuring that research designs are
the same. Readers are encouraged to expand upon the results in this study and use the
codebook provided as well as the criteria in Iyengar (1991) to do further research. This is
said in hopes that the literature will reach a point where it can be definitively determined
how people with power to influence our votes through news broadcasts are framing
stories that will influence audiences on election day.
Limitations
The first is the relatively small sample size. However, in a similar analysis Brewer
and Marquardt (2007) coded 222 stories so this study has analyzed more units than a
similar study. Despite a relatively small amount of units coded, this study is effective at
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identifying certain framing trends within these two mock-news programs as well as
providing guidelines for any future coding.
The second possible limitation on the reliability of the results is the choice of
topics. Although they were carefully selected from among major issues in American
politics, and were chosen with the intention of being similar to or the same as Iyengar’s
(1991) topics, they weren’t completely identical. Furthermore, one could argue that there
are other issues that are just as prominent in American politics as the ones chosen. As a
result there is always a concern that the nature of the topics could influence which type of
framing occurred most often. However, there is substantial evidence that the choice to
code health care and campaigns rather than crime and poverty did not cause the results to
be more thematic than Iyengar’s (1991). According to Iyengar’s (1991) results, terrorism,
campaigns, and the Iran-Contra scandal (Benghazi Scandal/ Libya in my analysis) all
lend themselves to episodic framing while unemployment and racial inequality (gay
rights in my analysis) are more likely to be framed thematically. Health care is the only
one without a similar topic in Iyengar (1991). However, poverty, which was the most
similar topic that Iyengar (1991) analyzed, was more likely to be framed episodically.
Furthermore, the two shows’ choice of frame for health care was very different and in
line with their overall trends. In fact, each show favored episodic or thematic framing
more heavily than its average ratio would suggest. This means that although the overall
result was that health care was framed thematically a majority of the time, this category
was not so different as to skew results on its own. Hopefully this discussion erases doubts
that the choice of topics impacted the results any more than Iyengar’s (1991) choices
impacted his results.
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Appendix A: Codebook
Population of Analysis: Every video clip with a tag of terrorism, unemployment, health
care, campaigns, gay rights or the Benghazi/Libya scandal from colbertnation.com and
thedailyshow.com
Sampling Unit: The top 25 most viewed video clips from each tag search from
colbertnation.com and thedailyshow.com (excluding intro videos and montages that did
not appear in the show)
Coding Unit: Each video clip from the search results
Coder I.D: Write down the coder i.d. given at the beginning of the analysis
Clip Title: Write the title of the clip as it appears on the website
Frame Type: Amount of Time given to either episodic or thematic framing. According
to Iyengar (1991), most clips will be primarily one frame or another. As a result the
coders will only record a time for both frames if the amount of time each is given in the
story only differs by 30 seconds for 5 minute and longer clips and 15 seconds for stories
under 5 minutes.
Duration of coverage: Coders will record how many minutes and seconds that each type
of framing lasts in each video clip. In the event of an equal presence of flame coders will
record the duration of each frame to the closest amount of seconds that is divisible by 10.
However, to record something as a change of frame it must be a change that lasts
throughout the rest of the clip. For example, if the host is discussing the change of
campaign finance laws over time and he references the Citizens United decision the
frame would still be thematic unless the for rest of the clip the only talks about the
decision and not its consequences or other thematic issues surrounding it. For further
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instructions see the excerpts from pages 14 and 15 of chapter 2 and the content analysis
paragraph in Ch.3 of Iyengar (1991). These can be found in Appendix C.
Note: Before looking at the criteria below coders should be aware that they are coding
what the viewer could learn from information presented in the clip. Coders should
assume that viewers will not “get” any implied humor or understand Colbert and
Stewart’s character well enough to understand why they are presenting certain stories in
certain ways. Only information learned from the hosts being obviously sarcastic can be
considered in what a unfamiliar viewer would be able to learn from the clip in terms of
context, historical trends and consequences etc. If the coder is in any doubt don’t assume
a viewer will realize the sarcasm.
Listed below are bullet points describing what types of stories correspond with
certain frames. While this is a thorough list it is not exhaustive. The coders will use these
examples to help them determine if a story they view is episodic or thematic even if it is
not one of the scenarios listed below. Furthermore, coders are reminded to code the
content of the clips, what is said and shown, but not what you believe is implied or
suggested by the humor.
Note on Clips Involving Media
Many of the clips here contain jokes that make fun of remarks by pundits from
news networks. These are NOT to be automatically considered talking heads. The coder
will watch the clip and determine if the portions where excerpts from a pundits’ show
contain remarks that would constitute a discussion of general outcomes or conditions,
historical trends, context and explain why they have a certain opinions.
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If Colbert or Stewart do a segment of a pundit saying something is the worst thing
in American history or saying that millions of people are being attacked the pundit must
explain how this is happening to be considered thematic framing. If the main subject of
the clip is Stewart of Colbert making fun of a specific remark by a pundit and their humor
doesn’t include any of the criteria for thematic framing than it is considered episodic
framing.
The coder must identify the potential for a viewer to learn general outcomes or
conditions, historical trends or other contextual information from these clips in order for
them to be considered thematic framing. This can include showing pundits changing their
opinion or how their statements only apply to specific groups/events (ex. Republicans
wanting small gov. but making a big deal over monuments being closed to veterans)
A clip involving a speech must also involve commentary about general outcomes
or conditions, historical trends or other contextual information relating to the event that
the speech is about for it to be considered thematic. If the video excerpt from the speech
addresses these things than the clip can be considered thematic. However, if the story is
just about the event of a speech or appearance or the political implications of the speech
then it is to be considered episodic framing because it is horse race coverage.
Note On Flip-Flopping & Past Statements
Entman (2010) stated that the news needs more narrative coverage and connected
this to Iyengar’s (1991) definition of thematic framing. In the same work he praised The
Daily Show for ‘connecting the dots’. Entman’s (2010) suggestion combined with the fact
his earlier work provides the definition this paper uses for framing means that special
consideration will be given to clips that show politicians making contradictory statements
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or mistaken claims. If a clip is mostly about one event or comment but gives more than a
cursory mention of a past statement or shows several inconsistencies it should be
considered thematic.
FOR ALL TOPICS AN INTERVIEW WITH AN EXPERT OR POLITICIAN
COUNTS AS THEMATIC FRAMING UNLESS IT DISCUSSES A SPECIFIC
EVENT.

Thematic
•

Interviews with “talking heads” who are supposed experts on a subject. This
includes politicians

•

General outcomes and conditions

•

Historical trends including a candidate’s voting record or legislation sponsored
overtime, a candidate’s past performances in office or a job or a look at the how
the country (or city or state etc.) faired before during and after that candidate’s
time in office

•

Places public issues in general or abstract context

•

Grievances of groups protesting or committing terrorism

•

Points towards society as responsible for problems

•

“Connects the dots” and provides a narrative story

•

Legislative debates

•

Changes in welfare expenditures

•

Discussions about why people are having problems signing up for Obamacare and
its implications for the national healthcare market
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•

Backlog in criminal justice system

•

Public policy debates

•

Issue positions and ideology of candidates including any examples of changes

•

Showing different instances of flip-flopping or incorrect criticisms (this makes
clip thematic if host ties current event to multiple other episodes)

•

Reasons for the shutdown that discuss the legislation being debated and why it is
contentious

•

Implications of unemployment on the national economy and changes in the nature
of employment opportunities

•

Benghazi as part of a larger national security question

•

Recent trends in the rate of poverty and the areas with the greatest concentration
of poor people

•

A host offering a scenario that is a general consequence of a new law or shows
how it could cause problems to a group of citizens

•

A story about the Iraq war that discussed the history of relations between the two
nations and the factors that contributed to the current conflict (Iyengar 2005-The
Forum)

•

Connecting different freedom of speech issues

•

The coverage is abstract and impersonal
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Episodic
•

Case-study or event oriented report

•

Puts public issues in concrete instance

•

Visually appealing, on the scene, reports

•

Plight of a specific homeless person or teenage drug user

•

Bombing of an airliner

•

Attempted murder

•

Points to individual as responsible for problems

•

A profile of a person/ family who’s premiums have gone up for Obamacare or
couldn’t keep his or her insurance plan without

•

A victim of discrimination

•

Interviews of a victim of a crime or eyewitness to an event

•

Daily reports on the status of the shutdown

•

News that informs viewers only about a solution to a specific event (ex. Alternate
ways to sign up for Obamacare)

•

The host offers a very specific scenario that makes a law sound ridiculous (it will
often center around a certain hypothetical person)

•

“Horse Race” election coverage including reports on the attendance at campaign
events, gaffes, the latest polls, delegate counts

•

A look at a specific commercial without substantial discussion of policy
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Excerpt describing Thematic framing
Framing Responsibility for Political Issues: The Case of Poverty (Iyengar, 1990)
“the poverty rate, the number of states experiencing significant increases in hunger,
changes in the government's definition of poverty, etc.), or matters of public policy (the
Reagan administration's proposals to curtail various social welfare programs, allegations
of fraud in welfare programs, etc.).

Excerpt describing Episodic framing
Framing Responsibility for Political Issues: The Case of Poverty (Iyengar, 1990)
“Poverty is covered in terms of personal experience; the viewer is provided with a
particular instance of an individual or family living under economic duress.”

Excerpt describing the Difference between thematic and episodic framing
News Coverage of the Gulf Crisis and Public Opinion :
A Study of Agenda-Setting, Priming, and Framing (Iyengar & Simon, 1993)
“The thematic frame, by contrast, depicts political issues more broadly and abstractly by
placing them in some appropriate context historical, geographical, or otherwise. A
thematic report on poverty might present information about recent trends in the rate of
poverty and the areas with the greatest concentration of poor people. In appearance, the
thematic frame takes the form of a backgrounder report featuring a series of people
talking.
In practice, of course, few news reports are purely episodic or thematic. A closeup
portrait of an unemployed worker will invariably make reference to the national rate of
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un-employment. Conversely, a news story about congressional efforts to reform welfare
programs might include an interview with a welfare recipient.
The episodic news frame depicts issues in terms of specific instances for example, a
terrorist bombing, a homeless person, or a case of illegal drug usage. Episodic reports are
essentially illustrations of issues.”

From email correspondence with Iyengar
1. if the clip showed different instances of flip-flopping, it would be thematic; same
applies to comparisons of different types of discrimination since the story is not limited to
a particular instance
2. if interviews are with an expert, it is almost certainly thematic, but if the interview is
with an eyewitness to a crime, or someone who just lost his job etc., then episodic

It is essentially, a distinction between a news story about a specific instance/event and a
news story about a class of instances/events. In the case of the Benghazi attack, for
instance, the thematic model would be a comparison of Benghazi with other attacks on
US diplomatic installations. I'm only guessing here, but I would be quite surprised if you
came up with evidence of thematic framing of embassy security.

Terrorism
Episodic framing would include but is not limited to
•

Clips about specific terrorist attacks and events

•

Specific terrorists captured
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•

Military actions against terrorist cells

Thematic framing would include but is not limited to
•

Reasons why terrorism acts occur

•

The nationality of terrorists

•

The United States’ efforts to capture a terrorist given in some type of
chronological order.

Unemployment
Episodic framing would include but is not limited to
•

Focusing on a specific homeless person or homeless shelter

•

New unemployment data without comparison to old data

Thematic framing would include is not be limited to
•

An examination of unemployment through the years or months

•

What sectors of the economy are doing better than others

•

How legislators think new laws would help the economy improve.

•

Commentary on new laws must go beyond accusations of each party trying to
stall laws or giving handouts to the rich or poor to be considered thematic.

•

Legislative debates about how to create jobs
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Gay rights
Episodic framing would include but is not limited
•

A look at a single court case about gay rights

•

A look at a specific gay person or organization’s attempt to gain equal rights.

Thematic framing would include but is not limited
•

A look at a gay rights organization attempts through the years to gain rights

•

What rights gays have in different states

•

The impact of new legislation for gay rights.

Campaigns
Episodic framing would include but is not limited to
•

Revelations of donations to specific legislators and their reactions

•

Revelations of specific campaign finance violations

•

Developing court cases about campaign finance legislation

•

Poll numbers, events and speeches, gaffes

•

A look at a political ad that does not substantially discuss policy

•

Any “Horse Race” coverage (for a definition refer to excerpt from ch.2 of Iyengar
1991)

•

Any interview with a strategy expert that doesn’t explain why certain groups
voted one way or another or the consequences of those votes beyond someone
winning an election. (ex. A clip showing why latinos or blue collar workers didn’t
vote for Romney but not what policies caused them to vote for Obama. Simply
not being able to relate is strategy coverage)

Thematic framing would include but is not limited to
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•

Changes in campaign finance laws over time

•

Candidate policy statements (This can include explaining substantial policy
positions during campaign coverage)

•

Candidates changing issue positions

•

Candidate’s performance over time including voting record, campaign promises
fulfilled or comparison of how the country (or state or town etc.) faired before,
during and after they were in office.

•

A strategy clip that spends significant time detailing what policies will be
implemented if a group wins an election or the consequences and impact of new
policies that will be used to try and capture voter segments

Benghazi/ Libya scandal
Episodic framing would include but is not limited
•

Coverage of the event

•

Official’s comments about it

•

Candidate’s comments on it during the election

•

Government response to the inquiry on the attack

Thematic framing would include but is not limited to
•

An overview of the whole situation from beginning to end

•

Changes in candidate’s rhetoric about the incident
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Health Care
Episodic Framing would include but is not limited to
•

A report about a specific person or family who couldn’t keep their doctor or
whose premiums went up

•

The websites’ failure

•

A specific person trying to sign up for healthcare

•

Alternate ways to sign up for healthcare without context or numbers of people
using them

Thematic Framing would include but is not limited to
•

Comparison of coverage before and after obamacare

•

Numbers or characteristics of groups who could not keep plan or had increased
premiums

•

The debate over health care as a cause of the government shutdown

•

States that chose to sign up for federal aid in expanding coverage compared to
those who didn’t and their reasons for choosing either way

•

General consequences for the medical community or patients

•

Enrollment numbers over time
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APPENDIX B: Sample Coder Sheet
Air	
  Date

########

########

Length

Episodic Thematic Media	
  Criticism
CommentsViews

4:52

URL
http://th
edailysh
ow.cc.co
m/videos
/1j6shp/t
he-‐
weakest-‐
161301 link

5:51

http://th
edailysh
ow.cc.co
m/videos
/p0cv1g/
shutstor
m-‐2013-‐-‐
america-‐
sits-‐on-‐
its-‐balls-‐-‐-‐
colorful-‐
126112 analogies
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Appendix C
Excerpts From: Is Anyone Responsible? How Television Frames Political Issues
By Shanto Iyengar (1991)
From Chapter 2, pp.14-15
The episodic news frame takes the form of a case study or event-oriented report
and depicts public issues in terms of concrete instances (for example, the plight of a
homeless person or a teenage drug user: the bombing of an airliner, or an attempted
murder). The thematic form, by contrast takes the form of a “takeout” or “backgrounder,”
report directed at general outcomes or conditions. Examples of thematic coverage
included reports on the changes in government welfare expenditures, congressional
debates over the funding of employment training programs, the social or political
grievances of groups undertaking terrorist activity, and the backlog in the criminal justice
system. The essential difference between episodic and thematic framing is that episodic
framing depicts concrete events that illustrate issues, while thematic framing presents
general or collective evidence. Episodic reports make “good pictures,” while thematic
reports feature “talking heads.”
In practice, few news reports are exclusively episodic or thematic. Even the most
detailed, close-up look at a particular poor person, for instance, invariably includes
remarks by the anchorperson or reporter on the scope of poverty nationwide. Conversely,
an account of the legislative struggle over budgetary cuts in social welfare programs
might include a brief scene of children in a day-care center scheduled to close as the
result of the funding cuts. For most stories however, one frame or the other clearly
predominates. (The issue of mixed frames is given further attention in chapter 3.)
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Television is essentially a 22 minute “headline service” operating under powerful
commercial dictates and well-designed norms of journalistic objectivity. These
constraints of time, advertising, and professional ethics explain why most television news
reports focus on concrete acts and breaking events. Episodic reports present on-the-scene
coverage of “hard” news and are often visually compelling. Thematic coverage of related
background material would require in-dept, interpretive analysis, which would take
longer to prepare and would be more susceptible to charges of journalistic bias.
Moreover, there simply is not enough airtime available to present thematic background
on all issues deemed newsworthy.
The dominance of the episodic frame in television news has been established in a
number of studies. For example, television news coverage of mass-protest movements
focuses more closely on specific acts of protest than on the issues that gave rise to the
protests. This pattern characterized network news coverage of the protests against the
Vietnam War and the development of nuclear energy. The identical patter is observed in
television coverage of labor-management disputes, where scenes of picketing workers
received more airtime than discussions of the economic and political grievances at stake.
Event-oriented stories also account for most news coverage of international terrorism;
information about specific terrorist acts is not accompanies by information about their
underlying historical, economic, or social antecedents. Altheide has observed that
television coverage of the Iran hostage crisis
Was reduced to one story--- the freeing of the hostages---rather than
coverage of its background and context, of the complexities of Iran, of
alternative American policies, and of contemporary parochial politics in a
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world dominated by superpowers. Such messages were not forthcoming
in the face in the face of counts of the number of days of captivity and
more footage of angry demonstrators and emotional relatives of hostages.
Finally the network’s preference for episodic reporting emerges in the coverage of
election campaigns. It is commonly accepted that the campaign, as described by
television news, is primarily a “horse race.” Stories on the latest standings in the polls,
delegate counts, and the size of the crowd at a public rally appear far more frequently
than coverage of the ideological stances of the candidates and the public policy platforms
they advocate.
Existing scholarship on media framing has been primarily concerned with
describing patterns of news coverage and identifying the economic, organizational, and
other characteristics of the broadcasting business that produce the demand for episodic
news. These studies have generally not attempted to address the specific effects of
alternative news frames on the political choices of the viewing audience.
From Chapter 3, pp.18-19
Content Analysis
Content analysis may be defined as a systematic effort to classify textual material.
The “texts” here are the Abstracts of the daily network newscasts compiled by the
Television News Archive at Vanderbilt University. The “sample” consists of an abstract
of every news story aired by ABC, CBS, and NBC between January 1981 and December
1986 bearing on each of the issues under investigation. The stories were retrieved using a
key-word search; that is, for each issues a list of relevant key words was prepared, and all
stories referring to any of the words were selected for examination. In the case of
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poverty, for example, the key words included “welfare,” “hunger,” “malnutrition,”
“homeless,” “elderly,” “disabled,” “Medicare,” and “dependent children.”
For all five of the perennial issues, every story retrieved was found to fit into
either episodic of thematic framing categories. The episodic category (which proved most
frequent) consisted of stories that depicted issues predominantly as concrete instance or
events, while the thematic category included stories that depicted issues more generally
either in terms of collective outcomes, public policy debates, or historical trends.
While the episodic and thematic categories were reasonably distinct and
exhaustive, relatively few stories were purely episodic or thematic. A news story on
rising unemployment figures nationwide, for instance, might also, in addition to
considering the implications of unemployment for the national economy (thematic
framing), take a close-up look at an unemployed auto worker on welfare (episodic
framing). Conversely, even the most detailed, close-up look at a poor person would
include lead-in remarks by the anchorperson concerning poverty as a general problem.
News stories were thus classified based on the predominant frame, which was initially
determined by a reference to the word count in the text of the Abstracts. Thus, a story
concerning poverty would be classified as thematic only if the thematic frame
predominated. The Abstracts are highly condensed summaries of news story transcripts.
In order to assess the accuracy of the classifications based on the number of words
devoted to episodic or thematic framing, a more detailed and “visual” content analysis
was carried out with respect to all CBS stories broadcast on poverty and a representative
sample of CBS stories broadcast on unemployment and terrorism (CBS was selected
because at the time its national newscast had the largest audience.) The actual airtime
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devoted to thematic and episodic coverage was recorded. The results of the classification
based on this more-detailed analysis indicated that the great majority of news stories were
in fact skewed predominantly in the direction of either the thematic or episodic format.
Stories classified as episodic based on the Abstracts, for example, were found to devote,
on average.
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